Feds to clean up their acts. by unknown
fluoride in consumer products. The
EPA's fluoride limit should be
reevaluated following further study,
says Gary M. Whitford, a regents
professor at the Medical College of
Georgia and member of the report
subcommiKtee.
Today, the Public Health Service
recommends fluoride concentrations
of 0.7-1.2 ppm (equivalent to
0.35-0.60 milligrams) for U.S. drink-
ing water based on average consump-
tion of 2 liters per day. Americans
ingest another 1.2-2.2 milligrams of
fluoride daily from dental products and
foods processed with fluoridated water,
the equivalent of a potential 4.4 addi-
tional ppm-more than double the EPA
standard. Children are especially likely to
swallow toothpaste, and babies drinking
powder-and-water formulas may also con-
sume extra fluoride. Still, Whitford cau-
tions, "We're not talking about scary
amounts."
The NRC report sheds new light on a
1990 study prepared by the National
Toxicology Program that found that mass-
ive fluoride intake caused bone cancers in
some male rats. Study results were nega-
tive for female rats as well as all mice,
notes Ernest E. McConnell, a toxicology
consultant and report subcommittee mem-
ber. "The NTP study in 1990 raised a lit-
tle caution flag," says McConnell. "But a
subsequent study sponsored by Procter &
Gamble, using a much higher dose, failed
to replicate the NTP findings. That's the
thingabout little flags. Theycan go up, or
they can come back down, given addition-
al information."
Pollution Plagues NAFTA
South ofthe Border
As environmentalists line up to oppose the
NorthAmerican Free TradeAgreement on
the grounds that it has the potential to
threaten U.S. environmental rules and reg-
ulations by exposing them to challenge as
trade barriers, some Mexican officials and
environmental activists welcome the
agreement as a means of encouraging
cleanup in that country.
The pact, which contains a supple-
mental environmental accord intended to
ensure enforcement of Mexican environ-
mental and labor standards, has prompted
Mexican officials to address the country's
looming environmental problems in an
effort to win approval for the agreement.
However, Mexico's pollution problems
stem back 40 years, and remedial efforts
are hampered by a lack ofenforcement, a
lack ofresources, both financial and tech-
nological, and a lack ofstrong, organized
support from government, communities,
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and businesses operating there.
Mexico's environmental pollution
problems are wide-ranging and persis-
tent-the result of decades of practically
unregulated industrialization. Industrial
discharges of untreated water into rivers
and sewers is common. In Tijuana alone,
almost 700 industrial plants operate with
little or no official environmental supervi-
sion, leaving them free to pollute.
Although by law foreign-owned plants are
required to ship their hazardous wastes out
of Mexico for disposal, in practice wide-
spread waste dumping occurs. A U.S.
Congressional study last year found that
fewer than one-third ofplants report their
wastes as required, and the reports that are
made are rarely checked. Public disdosure
by companies that pollute is almost
unheard of, as are prevention policies to
limit the amount of hazardous materials
produced and released. There is little
incentive for companies to improve envi-
l0ronmental conditions, as there is little
opposition to practices that threaten the
environment and health from a workforce
desperate forjobs.
Mexican officials say, however, that
Xchange is coming soon, as they pledge
:millions of dollars to environmental
-leanup projects and inspection forces.
President Carlos Salinas de Gortari
has declared that Mexico will not sac-
rifice environmental health for inclu-
sion in the trade pact and is commit-
ted to environmental protection.
Sergio Reyes Lujan, director of the
National Institute of Ecology, has
said, however, "We have just begun
to scratch the surface ofwhat needs
to be done."
Although many environmen-
talists view Mexico's environ-
mental regulations as good on
paper, the major flaw in the
system seems to be enforce-
,ment. Environmental inspec-
tion officers are understaffed,
underpaid or not paid at all,
and lack equipment and sup-
/ plies to perform even the
/000most basic sampling and
analyses. There have also
722:L0 been charges of corruption.
Recently two inspectors in the
Ciudad Juarez office were dis-
Jmissed after attempting to solicit
bribes at a local engine plant.
Nevertheless, supporters of
FTA hope that its environmental pro-
visions, which invest trination environ-
ment and labor commissions with the
authority to impose trade sanctions and
fines against Mexican violators, will
strengthen Mexico's enforcement prac-
tices. Others worry that these provisions
are only paper tigers as the penalties may
only be used as a last resort and only after
a potentially long and complicated arbitra-
tion process.
Feds to Clean up Their Acts
Calling for the federal government to take
the lead in deaning up the environment,
President Clinton signed a pollution pre-
vention executive order that reduces toxic
emissions from federal facilities by halfby
1999 and requires these facilities to report
to the public any release of toxic pollu-
tants.
"With this executive order the federal
facilities will set the example for the rest of
the country and become the leader in
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applying pollution prevention to daily
operations, purchasing decisions, and poli-
cies. In the process, federal facilities will
reduce toxic emissions, which helps avoid
cleanup costs and promotes clean tech-
nologies," said Clinton in signing the
order.
In an April speech commemorating
Earth Day, the president directed the fed-
eral agencies to prepare an executive order
that would set a voluntary goal of 50%
reduction in release of toxic substances by
1999. This goal is to be reached through
pollution prevention and reduction strate-
gies. "By stopping pollution at its source,
rather than waiting for it to become waste
that must somehow be disposed of, the
federal government can make a significant
contribution to protecting the public
health and our environment," said
Clinton.
The initiative does not stop at pollu-
tion prevention, but also contains provi-
sions for disclosure of information con-
cerning federal hazardous waste. The law
requires federal facilities that manufacture,
process, or use toxic chemicals to disclose
their wastes and releases to the public
under the Emergency Planning and
Community Right to Know Act. Under
the Toxic Release Inventory (TRI) require-
ments of the new law, federal facilities
must report their toxic emissions to the
EPA and to the states where the chemicals
are released. Federal facilities will also be
developing emergency response plans with
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Bleak future? Study shows Americans may not realize whatbiodiversity
means butwould certainly recognize the effects of its loss.
communityparticipation.
In addition to establishing voluntary
reduction goals and public disclosure of
toxic emissions, the executive order also
requires review, and where necessary, revi-
sion of current procurement practices, to
help eliminate and reduce procurement of
hazardous substances byfederal facilities.
Biodiversity Blind
For most people, the rallying cry ofbiodi-
versity fails to stir much reaction, in fact,
most people don't have a dear concept of
what "biodiversity" means. However,
when told specifically what scientists are
saying about the eventual result of biodi-
versity loss, the majority of Americans
express considerable concern. So says a
survey whose results were presented at a
Capitol Hill forum on "Biodiversity,
Science, Public Opinion, and Policy,"
hosted by Senator Max Baucus
(D-Montana), chairman of the Senate
Environment and Public Works Com-
mittee, and Senator John Chafee (R-
Rhode Island), a ranking member of the
committee.
The National Public Opinion Study on
Biodiversity was released at the forum by
Rodger Schlickeisen, president ofthe pub-
lic interest group Defenders ofWildlife.
Schlickeisen said, "The survey shows that
despite their lack ofknowledge about 'bio-
diversity' and the gravity ofthe extinction
crisis, Americans care about the diversity of
life and ecological functions and under-
stand that preserving them is not a ques-
tion of people versus trees or jobs versus
owls."
The study, conducted by Peter D. Hart
Research Associates in conjunction with
Stephen Kellert, professor at the Yale
University School of Forestry and
Environmental Studies and chairman of
the Defenders of Wildlife Scientific
Advisory Panel, tested the impact oflearn-
ing key information about biological diver-
sity on survey respondents. Four key find-
ings were reported at the forum:
* There is an immense gap between what
scientists perceive as an environmental
threat and what the public perceives.
At the beginning of the survey, not a
single respondent mentioned loss of
biodiversity as a serious environmental
threat. In contrast, 52% ofrespondents
rank pollution as the most serious envi-
ronmental threat. Said Schlickeisen,
"The EPA Scientific Advisory Board
has ranked the extinction crisis and
habitat destruction as two of the four
greatest threats to the planet, at least as
serious as global warming and ozone
depletion. But the public doesn't know
what biodiversity is, doesn't knowwe're
losing it, and doesn't know that losing
it is aproblem."
* Although an information gap exists, the
public prefers to hear information on
biodiversity issues from scientists,
whom it trusts more than political and
media sources. Although the majority
of respondents get their environmental
information from newspapers (82%),
they place little trust in the media.
When asked whom they trust-
ed as a source of information
on the environment, 42% say
they place the greatest trust in
scientists, 39% in environ-
mental groups, 36% in EPA,
6% in the president, 5% in
news reporters, 4% in business
leaders, and 2% in members of
Congress.
Provided with scientific infor-
mation about the status of
biodiversity loss, respondents
expressed great concern about
the environmental threat.
After hearing arguments for
and against conserving biodi-
versity, respondents rejected
all eight tested rationales
against biodiversity and sup-
ported seven of eight argu-
ments for it. The most com-
pelling rationales for conserva-
tion were ethical and ecologi-
cal, not economic.
A majority of the public sup-
ports measures to conserve
biodiversity, despite economic
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